varunan, the god of the 

LITTORAL REGION 

S. SATH1YAMOORTHY. 

The part of the Rg-veda that speaks of Varunan is composed in West Punjab 
in between 1200-1000 B.C. 1 The contents of that part of Rg-veda are as follows : 
The word Varujan means ‘pervading one'. Air is considered to be the breath of 
Varu.ian. He punishes the immoral people by tying them with his rope and finally 
forgives them. He is the presiding deity of the water-spots. He prevents the sea from 
filling up though many rivers flow into it s . Varunan holds the position of a pre¬ 
siding deity in the Vedic period. In Puranic age he was degraded to the positions of 
the chief of the sea and rains, guardian deity of the western direction and one among 
the twelve Adityas (luminaries). 

TirumurukaaRRuppatai and Paripaatal mention him as the guardian deity of 
the western direction and one among the twelve Adityas s . Tolkaappiyam refers to 
him as the God of the littoral region 4 . 

Some are of opinion that the Tamils borrowed Varu$a from Vedic Aryans, 
and worshipped him with their local rites while others hold the view that the Aryan 
and Dravidian Varunas are of independent evolution and there is every possibility for 
the amalgamation as in the case of Murukan and Kartikevan But we can ascribe 
both the name of Varuija and his worship to Dravidian origin. Nowhere in Sangam 
literature except in Tolkaapiyam the God of littoral region is mentioned by the term 
Varunan. That too has the variant reading as Vai^an (literally ‘the coloured one’) 6 . 
The blue colour is the striking feature of the sea. So, the Tamils derived the name of 
the littoral God from ‘Va^am* the Tamil word for colour 6 . There are evidences in 
Sangam literature to the naming of Gods by their colours 7 . The Vedic Aryans freely 
borrowed the words of Dravidian origin. Rg Veda bears testimony to such loan words 8 . 
Likewise Gods of Dravidian origin also must have been incorporated in the Vedic 
pantheon. Varujan is considered to be one among them. The following passage of 

P. T. Srinivasa Ayyangar is worth quoting in this context: “.The gods of the 

second group (Varu^a, Rudra, Tvashta and Aditi> seem to have been taken over from 
the Dravidian speaking tribes of India. It has been already pointed out that the 
Dravidian languages profoundly affected the Vedic language, similarly the gods 
worshipped by the tribes that gradually accepted this language mtist have been ‘Arya- 
nized’ and adopted the Vedic pantheon. Those Vedic gods the etymology of whose 
names is not patent and who have no analogues in other Indo-Germanic dialects must 
have been Indian gods to whom such treatment was accorded” 9 . 
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The God of the littoral region is men; : n: : nr -:n terms in Sangam 
literature : katalkelu katavul, katal teyvam, pukauu: :ervu — am a^aiiku 10 . Katalan 
(literally ‘he who owns the sea’) the name of the chief - f V; ifkil is suggestive of his 
being named after Varunan. 11 

Katalkelu celvi is the onl reference in Sunrim h en:ne w'-ich refers to the 
God of sea in feminine gender 12 . This may be : n :: fi-ence of Buddhism. 

Buddhist Jataka tales like Sangha-Juiaku mi M. n _-._-:a:i.M sneak of Ma^i- 
meekalai as the guardian Goddess of sea who sa.es : r _s men from shipwreck. 

According to Cilappatikaaram and Manimeekala: the mu.n ficer: ancestor of Koovalan 
was rescued from the sea by Ma^imeekalai a: the : :n m- . : in ran 13 . The phrase 
katalkelu celvi may also be interpreted as Tiro. : t Sc-ahess of wealth, who came 
into existence while churning the ocean of milk or. w- . - 7:-amail reclines keeping 
her on his chest 14 . 

Pattinappaalai mentions the guardian anceb c - >ti - : sa^ed the ships that 
brought the horses, from shipwreck 15 . Tojjmmi- : arma: an :s said to be a des¬ 
cendant of the dynasty originated from the sea. - 

The ninth verse of PuRanaanuuRu speaks cf the a:, a of sea celebrated by 
Faantiyan netiyoon who lived before the submergence PacRuli river in the sea. 
According to the old commentary this festival w as ce'.erra:ea i ~ fa : ur of Varujan, the 
God of the sea 17 . The worship of Varujan by the fishe'me- : or.rayed well inPatti- 
nappaalai. On a full-moon day the men of the littoral :: ok rest from fishing 

and enjoyed themselves with their women companions lost they rlanted the upper 
jaw-bone of the pregnant swordfish (a variety of shark on re sands of beach to repre¬ 
sent the sea-god Varunan. Then they installed and n eked the sririt of Varujan 
upon the jaw-bone. They wore the upper jaw bone :the - rrdfish with the flower of 
taalai and offered palmyra toddy. Then they themselves w ere and drank the same 
oblations offered to Varujan 1 8 . AkanaanuuRu refers to :he worship at the bathing 
ghat on a full-moon day in which the ladies of the seapor :: srn of KoRkai dropped 
pearls and dextral conch-shells into the sea 10 . Accordirz * N'a:cinaarkkiniyar the 
ladies of the littoral region used to give oblations like these :: Varujan when there 
was a fall in the catch of fish. Varunan heaps up the iinds towards the land to 
avoid the coast erosion by the sea 20 . The swearing of I: er bj the name of the God 
of sea is also found in Sangam literature 21 . 

The worship of Varujan in the planted upper aw-bone of the swordfish is 
pointed out only in Pattinappaalai 22 . Other Sangim «rork> do not mention about 
this. But they speak elaborately of the other aspects of th s * ordfish. The flesh of the 
swordfish was much relished by the inhabitants of the littoral region 23 . The fishing 
nets get torn by the brute force of the swordfishes 2 -. The also used a lance for spear¬ 
ing this kind of fishes 25 . Fishermen wounded by the swordfishes kept themselves 
away from fishing till they got cured 26 . As a measure ofprecaution. pearl-divers kept 
the swordfishes away from the pearl-fishery 27 . The swordfishes and the crocodiles 
frequent the back-waters 2 8 . The swordfishes even wounded the horses that drew the 
chariots of the heroes along the seashore 29 . The swordfishes are compared to the 
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-swordsman and their sword like upper jaw-bones are compared to the serrated leaves of 
the taalai shrub 30 . From these descriptions we can infer that it is natural for the 


fishermen to represent the sea-god Varujan in the upper jaw-bone of the swordfish, 
strongest marine product known to them. 31 Apart from this general suggestion there 
must be a more strong and particular reason for adoring the upper jaw-bone of the 
swordfish. The inter-relation between swordfish and Varunan is not clearly stated in 
the Sangam literature. Therefore we have to rely upon the later literature to solve 
this problem. Later literature has the tendency to speak elaborately of the short 
accounts given in the early literature. Ottakkuuttar’s (12th century A. D.) Takka- 
yaakapparani clearly points out the shark as the vehicle of Varunan 32 . The same 
babef jnvsl bave been h> Sanaano aj?e a)so, That Js why the n/>per jaw-bone 

of the swordfish was used to worship Varunan. Even other Gods were represented by 
their respective vehicles at worship 3 3 . The Sanskrit tradition ascribes the crocodile 




temple in Tamilnadu. There is a temple for him in Bali Island. 34 


Greeks and Romans supplied their sea-gods with fish. Greeks worshipped 
Poseidon as their sea-god. In art he appears with the attributes of the trident weapon, 
dolphin and tunny fish. He was believed to dwell in a place in the depths of the 
Aegean. Marble statue of Poseidon from Melos, belonging to the second century B. C. 
is kept in the National Museum, Athens. 35 Neptune was the sea-god of Romans. He 
also appears with the trident and dolphin. 36 
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